In this article I offer stories and reflections around my experiences of writing songs as a way of doing arts-based and performative research. In particular, I explore how we, as an academic community, respond to each other's critical, reflexive work. I write to stimulate reflection and discussion among readers about how best to -and how not to -respond to these forms of scholarship. I invite readers to consider the effects of their responses in terms of potential effects on the researchers themselves, but also on the survival and development of critical arts-based and performative methodologies. Although I couldn't have known it at the time, she was in the final year of her life. Her husband of more than fifty years had died three years ago and, since then, she had visited us more frequently. For the ninety-mile trip from South Wales, she preferred the rickety little three-carriage train, which stopped at every little station, over the faster Intercity which required a change at Bristol. Her way took twice as long, but it saved switching to another train and allowed more time for conversations with other passengers.
grandmother and I, talking together during her visits and coming to know each other better than we had before. These were the circumstances that surrounded Lil and my sharing of the scale and scope of the sound -the form of the music -could be a distraction from lyrical content that often explored territories I might have preferred to keep to myself. But song writing, in my experience, doesn't allow the luxury of privacy. So when you share your songs, you share your self. And when others hear a song, they have an opportunity to hear a self.
At home, my playing, writing and primitive recording took place behind a closed door. My great-grandmother had been a piano teacher, but since then no-one in my extended family had played a musical instrument. Aside from my friends in the band, I didn't personally know anyone who wrote songs. In my family, music was something other people did -and songwriting was something that songwriters did. It wasn't something we did. So when I played, I would never have thought to play to or with my family. And I don't think they would have thought to listen or join in. Someone might walk into the room when I was singing a song, but they would behave as if I was watching a television programme -perhaps asking a question and waiting for a mid-song response. It was almost as if singing and playing music was something separate, that took place in a parallel world.
So although my writing may have been an attempt to communicate something to someone, the playing was never a sharing and nobody was expected to listen. And I can't say She didn't, as far as I can recall, applaud. She just listened … and I believe she truly heard.
The next time I tried to sing 'with' my grandmother was at her funeral, at a crematorium in South Wales. This time, I was not singing my own songs, I did not have my guitar and I was not singing solo. This time, the songs were hymns selected for the occasion, sung by many people many times before. And this time a roomful of family, acquaintances and strangers were trying to sing them too. But these were not songs that I could really sing … to Lil or to anyone else. They just didn't fit somehow.
It wasn't until several years later that my Dad told me of the conversation he'd shared with Lil, his mother, between our song sharing and her dying. "Gran told me she listened to you play one afternoon," he said, "that you'd sung her some of your songs. 'He's got 5 something there, that son of yours,' she told me. It was important to her, that afternoon, son."
It was important to me too.
Dismantling Faith
She had presented her research as I had seen her do so many times before -engaging, passionate, insightful, humane and wise. This time it was also funny in places. In other places, she revealed some of her vulnerability and uncertainties. This was no 'flawless performance.' Instead, she talked about work in progress: about the personal and ethical challenges of completing a commissioned study in a short time period, of meeting contractual obligations yet doing research that was respectful, significant, that might make a positive difference somehow. There were students in the audience. They need, she said, to hear accounts of when things don't go smoothly, to understand that even published scholars struggle with the tensions and demands of doing good social research. But it is not just the self (the creating, writing, performing scholar) that is put at risk through 'seek-out and destroy' response styles. To the extent that, as Gale and Wyatt . It is not just for my self that this support has been necessary; it is also for the continuation and development -the survival -of a novel, unusual and highly revealing methodology.
This kind of sensitivity and vulnerability is not unusual among songwriters 15 . The successful American songwriter Ricky Lee Jones offered this reflection on her own experience:
Since I became a professional, it's been hard for me not to critique my work while I'm doing it. And that can destroy it. 'Cause it really is a spirit being born. It's a living spirit. When people hear it, a spirit happens to them. And you have to be really quiet and careful with it when it's first being born, and you can't tell it it's wrong, 'cause it will just die. For me, they do. If before they're done I start to think something is wrong with them, they just won't get done. 16 Here, the potentially damaging effect of the 'wrong response at the wrong time' on the development of the song (or the work or the scholarship) is apparent. These remarks illustrate how the wrong kind of response can also come from within; internalized, perhaps, through sustained immersion in a culture that favours critique and deconstruction.
So why might it be the case that responses to our work (particularly during early or creative phases of a project) are so powerful and potentially influential? The close and, for 10 me at least, unavoidable connection between my self and my work (particularly when it comes to songwriting, but also other creative forms) seems to be key here. When I share this work, I also unavoidably share aspects of my self that are much easier to obscure or keep hidden in traditional scholarship. Yet, over time, this 'hiding' has negative effects, both for the self and the work 17 , potentially subduing or denying reflexivity, openness and dialogue.
And there is more. When the kinds of stories shared deviate from a culturally dominant metanarrative (as they do in any work which offers a counter-narrative), the writer is placed -for a moment at least -in a place of separation from the majority who subscribe to the plot of that meta-narrative. At these times, I need to sustain a degree of hope for connection with others across difference. Or, at the least, I need to remain optimistic that others will be forthcoming in their openness, if not their understanding. If I fail in this task, the work simply will not happen. This means that it's a leap of faith, writing a song.
